III. Remarks on some Empirical Medicines and Modes of
Treatment.
(Read before the Medico-Chirurgical Society.) In treating of the subject of empirical or quack medicines and modes of treatment, it will not be necessary to say anything respecting the enormity or magnitude of the evils which are entailed upon the community by the illegitimate practitioners of medicineThere is no class of men more alive to or more fully cognisant of such evils, than the members of our profession ; but, alas! how powerless are they to check or restrain them. It is not merely the poor, the ignorant, and the uneducated who become the victims of this quackery; but too often it is the rich, the educated, and the well-informed, who encourage it by their patronage. It unfortunately happens too, sometimes, that a temporary encouragement is given to it by the most distinguished members of our own profession. It is not long since that the portals of one of the metropolitan hospitals were thrown open, with the sanction of its medical officers, to one of the members of the cancer-curing fraternity, and it was but the other day when the most distinguished surgeon of France was, by concussion, induced to submit some of his patients to the treatment of a man of the same class, the notorious " black doctor," though he had soon cause to repent his indiscretion, and to drive the impostor from the wards of La Charity with words of contumely and denunciation. Again, in courts of law how tenderly are the delinquencies of irregular practitioners dealt with, with how much mercy is justice tempered lor them, while the heaviest penalties are inflicted upon the regular practitioner, if in the smallest degree he has erred through want of skill or dexterity! In such cases the idea seems to be, that however disastrous the consequences, the former should be excused for his ignorance and incapacity, while the latter should be punished for the same?the former is to be considered incapable and therefore irresponsible, while the latter being judged incapable is held to be responsible, because he has the misfortune to possess a legal qualification. Before a man can acquire the legal right to practise medicine, he must incur a heavy expenditure, and after he has acquired this right he is saddled with a heavy responsiblity. How It is a collocation of irreconcilable fluids, which refuse to incorporate, and the blue tint of the bottle is evidently intended as a means of screening from the eye the state of intestine war which reigns within.
If seen it would be found that the different ingredients of this mixture separate themselves into distinct layers.
It is such a mixture as no well informed medical man would prescribe.
In giving it in drops it is impossible on any two occasions for the patient to obtain it in a uniform condition, inasmuch as even when the mixture is well shaken, it separates with great rapidity into its different elements. On subjecting this mixture to distillation, I have found that it resolves itself into three ingredients in pretty nearly equal proportions.
1. It consists of a thick, black, tenacious substance, of the consistence of an extract, the taste of which readily reveals the presence of a considerable quantity of treacle; it also contains gum and cayenne pepper, which is also readily recognized by the taste.
The chief use of these ingredients seems to be to secure a temporary suspension, when shaken, of the two other substances contained in the mixture, inasmuch as these, when separated from the other ingredients, refuse to combine in any way. This black substance remains in the retort after distillation. In the receiver will be found the two ceeding is this?they make the patient believe that the bone is displaced, they then make extension, and at the proper moment, just before ceasing the extension, they make the tendons of their own fingers emit a sharp sound, and at once pronounce the dislocation reduced. It is curious to observe that this faculty of cracking the tendons is the foundation upon which the great American delusion of spirit-rapping rested?for it was found that when means were adopted to prevent those motions of the limbs which were necessary to produce the sound, the power of rapping entirely ceased.
The extensive subject of modern quackery, upon a few particulars of which only I have ventured to touch, is one well worthy the serious consideration of medical men. It is a vulgar idea that they oppose quackery from selfish or pecuniary motives, as if the two could come into competition. It is they, and they alone, who should direct public opinion on all questions of this kind ; and in adopting measures, whether for the instruction of the public or for the repression of irregular practice, the profession will only be adopting a course to which they are impelled by a high sense of duty.
